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started learning music at the age of 5 and dance at the age of 7. Ever since I was a little girl 

I always believed that dance and music were far beyond being just performing arts. This 
belicf however would have remained a belief but for God given opportunities to explore the 
wider potential of the wonderful art forms. 

Way back in 1983 when I was in still college, my father’s friend who was in charge of an 
institution called the Ramana Maharshi Academy for the Blind, in Bangalore, requested him 
to ask me and my sister to teach their children dance for their annual day function. Luckily for 
me, my father readily agreed and we started working with the wonderful children of the 
academy whose fifth sense was absent but sixth extremely sharp! 

The Dance Teaching experience was a wonderful learning experience for me. The children 
learnt the mudras and stances — by feeling each one with their hands by exploring their the 
tactile sense. 1 would hold their hands and guide them through the steps in space—we 
would measure areas together, move together, dance together and soon it was time for the 
performance! I felt proud when I saw the children perform. It was a revelation for me as well. 
These were children who could not see—but who could dance! At the end of the sessions 
the children had not only learnt to dance but they had become individuals who had confi- 
dence in themselyes—they dealt with space better, were sure of themselves and above all, 
were very ecstatic. They felt fulfilled for dance manifested in them and allowed them the to 
experience one of the most thrilling moments. 

In 1985 I moved to Chennai after my engagement. My cousin sister had just started her 
special school—the Chennai chapter of the Spastics Society of India (Currently called Vidya 
Sagar). | volunteered to teach dance and music at the school and for the first time, I got an 
opportunity to work with children who had multiple challenges due to neurological impair- 
ment. I experimented with the teaching techniques of dance and music—and as I worked 
with them, the methodology of applying these art forms to achieve specific developmental 
goals started revealing itself to me. I would make a note of what the children needed, would 
set goals and then structure my sessions of movement and songs to help them achieve the 
goals. 

The children loved the sessions. Naturally—as it was fun time, dance time, music time for 
them! Yet, all along they learnt as they moved, developing skills even without obviously 
working towards them but by simply revelling in the session activities. I, however kept notes 
diligently and planned the sessions meticulously so that the children could achieve their 
maximum potential. As I worked with these children, simultaneously my research work on 
Indian Theatre for my M.A, M.Phil., and Ph.D helped me clarify ideas as well. 
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In 1988, Babli, a child with Downs’ Syndrome entered my life. My experience with her was 
to change my life forever. By then, through the word of mouth, it had got around that there 
was a person teaching dance and music to special children at SSI, and soon I started working 
with children with different kinds of challenges. 

My work started expanding and THD Theatre for Holistic Development—the methodol- 
Ogy, which uses the Theatre Arts and its tools for complete holistic development of any 
individual coming within its Scope, was soon a neatly structured methodology. 

By 1989 I realized that alone I could do only so much—but as a team of like minded workers 
the methodology could be truly taken forward and its reach could benefit so many more. 

So I founded RASA- Ramana Sunritya Aalaya, where today so many children are 
benefiting from the experience of Total Theatre in all its wonderful aspects. 

The team of dedicated workers at RASA - Ramana Sunritya Aalaya are successfully 
catering to the developmental needs of several hundreds of children in Chennai - through 
the THD method. 

As it is said in Natya Sastra 


Nathath Sastram, Nathath Shilpam, Na Sa Vidhya, 
Na Sa Kala, Na asauyogo, Nathath karma 
Yath Natyam Na drishyathe. 


There is no Sastra, no sculpting, no knowledge, no art, no yoga, and no action that cannot 
be seen in Natya. 


Yo ayum swabhava Lokasya sukha dukha samanvithaha 
Sa angadi abhinayo petho Natyam ithi abidhiyethe 


That which is the nature of the world (made up of men / women) with its opposites like 
happiness / sorrow. Expressing the same with the use of body is called Natya. 

Natya is made evident through Abhinaya, which conveys the meaning of the idea or 
message to be communicated, through its component modes of physical (Angtka), verbal 
(Vacika), ornamental (Aharya) and temperamental (Satvika) representation. 

These 4 modes therefore form the media of “performance” namely—Movement ( pure or 
interpretive), word (recited or sung), make up (properties and décor) and the expression of 
internalized states. This makes the exploration and study of Natya equivalent toa study of 

-life—of the nature of the people and is therefore a guideline for appropriate behaviour in 
vari i ife situations. 
pi eres challenges needs various stimulating inputs to help him/her rer 
his/her optimum level of functioning. The child may need a multi pronged approach to elp 
him/her overcome the developmental delays. A developmental programme must be designed 
based on the individual requirement of the child after complete observation and assessment. 
The areas in which the child may need inputs might include—mobility training, improvement 
in language and communication skills, social skills training and expressing emotions . 
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Activities of Natya—focussed and structured for this purpose, provide an ideal answer 
to develop these skills. Even as the child moves and sways to rhythm and melody, his/her 
movement skills are enhanced. He/She learns and Tepeats the sounds and dialogues when 
he/she participates in a drama, his language and communication skills improve. As he/she 
makes and wears different coloured costumes, headgear and masks—his/her dress sense, 
fine motor control and self help skills improve. As he/she play-acts the roles of a father, 
mother, brother, sister, uncle, aunt, teacher and friend—his/her social skills and adaptive 
behaviour improves. When he/she dons various roles in the Theatre class and on stage, he/ 
she learns more and more new things about himself/herself and his/her environment. The 
child feels happy and secure, relaxed and confident during every moment of his/her Natya 
experience yet he/she is learning and learning all along. 

And in the process, every new child with special abilities, leaves me enriched, satisfied 
and more convinced that Arts are the best gifts of nature, for they are the only answer to any 


human tribulation... 


How Natya can be used to achieve developmental goals 

The Theatre arts enable an individual to express one’s innermost feelings. They provide an 
Opportunity for complete self-development by not only giving hope for exploring one’s 
potential but also providing a forum for sharing it. 

The theatre arts have their therapeutic value in areas such as strengthening communica- 
tion skills, improving physical / cognitive skills and building social awareness. 

Drama: Facilitates an individual to progress through its basic potential to reflect life 
experiences and thereby provides scope for transforming it as and when required. A connec- 
tion therefore is created between the individual’s inner world, the present moment or situa- 
tion in life and the activity in the “Drama” session. 


Dance & Movement: Provide one of the most personal / effective means of communica- 
tion. As a developmental tool—dance provides the structure for understanding one’s body 


and helps in the expression of inner feelings through one’s body movernents as well, cogni- 
tive skills are also sharpened as the mind and body work together executing dance move- 
ments and expressions. 

Music: Facilitates Mental/ physical/emotional well-being. The music elements of rhythm 
and melody can be used both to provide emotional support and to provide an outlet for the 
expression of inner feelings. The contribution of music for well being is unique in the fact 
that every human being responds well to music. 

Arts / Crafts: Just as the use of drama/music/dance as a developmental tool, is not struc- 
ture oriented—the used of arts is not product oriented. Neither are these purely recreational. 
They are process oriented and therefore provide a high degree fulfillment even as the progress 
takes place. = 2x 

When arts/crafts are used as a developmental tools the individual is given scope to 
express the feelings through a variety of art media including paintings/ sculpting/ drawing 


102 AMBIKA KAMESHWAR 


and the like. 
Story Telling: Story telling has been defined “ as the art of using language, vocalization, 


physical movement and gestures to reveal the elements and images of a story to an audi- 
ence. 

Story telling is one of the oldest forms of communications. It has been used since time 
immemorial as a means of entertainment, education and mass communication. It is an impor- 
tant tool for teaching and learning since it teaches us about universal concepts, important 
events, values of good morals and virtues. 

Stories are the building blocks of knowledge and form the very foundation of learning. 
Every child in every culture is brought up on a steady diet of stories suitable to his / her age 
and understanding. 

If theatre is “Lokanukaranam” (imitation of the world) - the reverse process is also pos- 
sible of learning life skills through Theatre Art Experiences. I call this methodology of learn- 
ing through the application of Theatre Arts as Theatre for Holistic Development or THD. 

I also refer to it as the “4E’ method of Exploration (of one’s potential), Experience and 
Expression with the underlying E of Enjoyment throughout. 

Some examples of THD activities to develop these skills are outlined below. (One must 
remember that these are but samples of what could be done - but in fact, creativity and 
therefore the creative arts, provide for endless scope of the discovery and application of new 
activities to achieve similar developmental goals) . 

1) Achievement of Gross motor function: This involves imitation of animal walks such as, 
the lion in the den, the deer in the woods, the elephant in the zoo, the bunny in the garden, 
the frog in the pond and so on. 

2) Achievement of Fine Motor function: In this hand gestures (mudras) are used to 
represent specific things. 

3) Cognitive skills: such as identification of colours is done by singing a song of 
colours— 

violet, indigo, blue and green 

violet, indigo, blue and green 

yellow - orange - red 

These are the colours of the rainbow 

These are the colours of the rainbow 

Look up right ahead. 

4) Self help skills: These include playing the game musical chair. The child who gets 
“out” has to do a “getting ready” activity such as putting on shoes etc. 

5) Language and Communication: Under this, two teams are made. One group asks a 
question, the other answers and vice versa. The questions and answers could be verbal or 
non verbal (gesture, with pictures etc.) 

6) Social Skills: This involves enacting a scene from a party or going to a marriage 

7) Academic Skills: These involve, choreographing how to display number and alpha- 
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bets through dance. 
Today THD has transformed the lives of over a thousand individuals over the past two 


decades and I hope, it will continue to do so, theatre or Natya being a methodology which 
transcends time and every other barrier, uniting and empowering in its experience. 
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